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T hecharacterof mostforestsin theSouthhasbeenshaped
by fire. Sincelightning,Indiansandearlysettlersfrequent-

ly startedwoodsfires, plantseitheradaptedto fire or became
extinct,

After a periodof tryingtoexcludefire, forestersrecognized
its value~asan ecologicalforceandits necessityasamanage-
menttool. Today, prescribedburns— firessetunderplanned
conditionsto accomplishspecificmanagementobjectives—

are usedon over 5 million acresin the South each year.
Although mostprescribedburning is doneto reducehazar-
dousfuels, it is also usedto control diseaseand competing
vegetation,preparesitesforseedingandplanting,andtoun-
prove wildlife habitat,grazing,appearanceandaccess.

Prescribedburningis aneffectivetool but,becauseof poten-
tial hazards,shouldbeconductedonlyby well-trained,exper-
iencedpersonnel.Eachburn is affectedby a unique set of
stand,fuel andweatherconditionsand, therefore,requires
carefulplanning.Severalplanningconceptsarediscussedhere,
but for moreinformationwesuggestA Guidefor Prescribed
Fire in SouthernForestsandSouthernForestrySmokeManage-
mentGuidebook.Thesepublicationsmaybe obtainedfrom
theU.S. Forest Service,1720 PeachtreeRoad,N.W., Atlanta,
Georgia30367.

The Prescription Process
A cleardescriptionof managementobjectivesis prerequisite

to all otherplanningsteps.Both primaryandsecondaryob-
jectivesshouldbestated.If, for example,theprimary objec-
tive is to providedeerbrowse,andthesecondaryobjectiveis
to control understoryhardwoods,severalburnsat intervalsof
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wo to six yearsmaybe prescribed.If the primary objective
sconversionof hardwoodstandsto pine,ahotbroadcastburn
luring thesummerfollowingloggingwould beprescribedto
nakeplantingof pineseedlingseasierand less expensive.

A written descriptionof the burn unit shouldinclude its
ocation andsize, fire historyanda completedescriptionof
heoverstory,understory,fuels,soil typeandtopography.Units
houldbe small enoughto be burnedcompletelyunderone
et of burning conditions,usuallywithin a day.A unit’s size
nayvaryfromlessthanonetoseveralhundredacresdepend-
ngon managementobjectives,firing method,lawsandregula-
ions, and available personnel.A detailed map should be
Lvailableshowingfire lines, areasthatshouldnotbeburned,
~scaperoutesanda diagramof the firing method.

Wherefirebreaksdo notalreadyexist, fire linesshouldbe
stablished,usuallyby plowingbeforeburningas closeto the
)urndateaspossible.To reduceerosion,fire linesshouldbe
hallowandon thecontourin hilly terrain.Waterbarsshould
~econstructedonsteeperfire lines. Linesshouldbeasstraight
s practical andsharpcornersshouldbe avoided.

A burningprescriptionshouldstatetheyearandseasonof
~urning,andthedesiredweatherandfuel conditions.Selec-
ion of thebestyear dependson vegetationsizeandmanage-
nentobjectives.Burningeveryyear,for example,providesa
igh degreeof protectionto overstorytreesbut is usuallyim-
ractical.In theSoutheast,areasarecommonlyburnedevery
wo to fouryearsto reducefuel buildupandminimizedanger
rom wildfires.

Seasonof burningis relatedto fire intensityandthestage
f vegetativedevelopmentthatwill bestsuitmanagementob-
~ctives.Coolwinter burnsarecommonfor reducingwildfire
azardandcontrollingunderstoryvegetation.Springburns
redifficult to conductbecauseof variableweatherconditions
nd interferencewith wildlife breedingseasons;however,they

effectivelykill smallvegetationwhichis rapidlygrowingand
highlysusceptibleto fire. Summerburnsaremosteffectiveat
killing competingvegetation, reducingfuel buildup, and
preparingseedbedsandsitesforplanting;however,theypose
the highestrisk to overstorytrees.

Selectionof thespecific day to burn can bethe mostdif-
ficult stepin fire planningbecausenumerousfuelandweather
conditionsmustbeconsidered.Accurateweatherforecastson
the burnday are essential.Therangeof acceptableweather
conditionsis generallysonarrow that burning canbe con-
ductedonly during a portionof a day.

In the Southeast,weatheracceptablefor understoryburn-
ing commonlyoccurs in the winter, oneto threedays after
a cold front passes.The cold front is typically accompanied
by rainfall andisfollowedby steadynorthwesterlywinds, low
temperaturesandlow relativehumidity. Loggingresiduesare
generallybroadcastburnedin thesummer.The presenceof
curedfuels resultingfrom herbicideapplicationor felling of
unmerchantabletreesleft after logging allows burning soon
after a soakingrain.

The choiceof firing methodis determinedby the desired
fire intensity. Headfires (thosethat travel with the wind or
upslope)producehigh temperaturesand tall flames. These
burnsareeffectivewherefuel loadingislow or forsiteprepara-
tion wherethereis nooverstorytoprotect.Headfires areoften
ignitedin strips(calledstrip headfires) to speedtheburning
processandto reducefire intensity.Strip headfires arecom-
monly usedfor understoryburning. Backingfires (thosethat
travel againstthewind or dowuslope)producerelativelycool
temperaturesandshortflames.Althoughsaferthanheadfires,
backingfires aremoreexpensivebecausethey move slowly.
Flanltingfiresaresetparallelto wind directionandmoveinto
thewind. Theyaremostcommonlyusedto supplementother
burning techniques.

- Lu-

Strip head fires are often used to control understory hardwoods and reduce hazardous fuels.
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Severalfiring methodscombinethe effectsof head,back-
ing and flanking fires. The spot fire, ring fire and chevron
methodsare describedin A Guidefor PrescribedFire in
SouthernForests.An experiencedfire managermustselecta
firing methodfor agivensetof objectivesandconditionsbut
remainflexible, changingthetechniqueasnecessaryto allow
for unexpectedstand,fuel or weatherconditions.

Local, State and Federal Laws
Fire managersshouldbefamiliar not only with technical

aspectsof prescribedburning,but alsolaws andregulations
governingfire use.Firecandestroypropertyor causeinjuries,
andsmokecan bea health or safetyhazard. Stateforestry
agenciesshouldbe contactedto determinethecurrentlocal
laws which apply to your area.

Lawsconcerningprescribedburninggenerallydealwith air
qualitycontrolor wildfire prevention.Most southernstatesre-
quirea written permitor someform of notificationtoforewarn
stateforestry agenciesor local firedepartments.Many states
havespecificrestrictions:severalprohibitburningnearspecific
land-useareas(such as residentialor recreationsites), some
restrictburning to daylight hours,andothersrestrictburn-
ingduringsomeportionof theyear (particularlyduring the
fire season).Almost all southernstatesprohibitburning dur-
ing droughts.

Lawsalsoexistconcerningcivil liability forpersonalinjury
andpropertydamage.Any personconductinga prescribed
burn is liable for damagesresultingfrom thefire itself or the
smoke it produces,regardlessof whethera law has been
broken.In severalstates,thelandowneris liable to the fire-
suppressionorganizationfor firefighting costswhen a pre-
scribedfire escaped.

Smoke-Management Guidelines
Thepracticeof prescribedburning includesresponsibility

of wise use, land stewardshipandbeing a good neighbor.
Guidelinesfor smokemanagementarenow availablein the
SouthernForestrySmokeManagementGuidebook.A briefin-
troduction to smoke managementis presentedhere, but
managersshould become thoroughly familiar with the
guidebookbeforeburning.

Most southernstateshavevoluntary smoke-management
guidelineswhichareintendedto beusefulwithoutbeingexces-
sivelyrestrictive.A fewstatesrestricttheissuingof burning
permitsduringperiod~of highairstagnationandmostrestrict
theuseof rubbertires, asphaltandotherhazardoussmoke-
producingagentsfor starting fires. Many stateshaverules
which addresstheamountof soil inburnedwindrows; preven-
tion of smokehazardsnearroads,airports, andresidential
areas;andcurtailmentof burningwhenair is heavilypolluted.

The impact of smoke can be reducedby burning under
properweatherconditions.Burningshouldbeconductedwhen
wind is moving awayfrom sensitiveareassuchas highways
andhomes.The atmosphereshouldbe slightly unstablefor
optimum smokedispersalwithout loss of control of thefire.
Burningat nightshouldbeavoidedbecausevisibility is poor
andsmoketendstohanglow tothegroundratherthanbeing
dispersed.

On thedayof theburn,thefire managershouldcheckwith
pollution control agencies about pollution alerts or
temperatureinversions.If noneexist, a small testfire should
besettodeterminethedirectionandbehaviorof smoke.Areas
next to roadsshouldbe burnedquickly andwhenroaduse
is low, mop-upshouldfollow assoonaspossible.Wherepossi-
ble, burning shouldbe conductedin smallblocks andwith
backingfiresto minimize the volume of smokeproduced.El

Prescribed burns should be conducted when winds are movina away from sensitive areas such as roads.
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